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Your Excellency, distinguished guests, 


Welcome, and thank you for coming this afternoon to help us honour this year's Governor 
General Literary Awards' laureates. 


| would like to thank the Bank of Montréal for nine years of generous support to these awards. 
| also want to recognize the support given this year by Animatics Multimedia, which produced the 
video announcing this year's finalists; Bravo!, which broadcast the press conference live; Stoddart 
Publishing and, in Québec, Prologue, who will distribute promotional material to bookstores and 
libraries across Canada; and Bell Mobility. It is this type of collaboration that allow us to make the 
Governor General's Literary Awards, now in their 58th year, a unique and special event. 


As |, a Quebecer, stand here in Toronto amid such talent from all over the land, | sense a true 
crystallization of the Canada Council's purpose. For here, today, we cast aside the differences 
between us and recognize that, wherever we call home, whatever language we speak in, we are 
unified by a common love for our literature. Through the written word, whether as readers or as 
writers, we share a common urge to inhabit other places, to live other lives, to transcend borders 
through works of the imagination. 


In these days of dwindling public support for the arts, now is the time to ensure the Canada 
Council's ability to fulfil its mandate is strengthened, not diminished. We have endured significant cuts 
to our budget in recent times, and these have compelled us to cut our staff by a third and our 
administration costs by almost half in order to leave our budget for grants to artists untouched. But 
the cost-cutting trend can not continue. 


Until now, the Council has done everything to protect the support it provides to the arts 
community; the next hit, | fear, will directly hurt artists and the cultural organizations they work with. 
We must not allow this to happen. The Council has played a key role in building a strong national 
literature, in English and in French, from coast to coast. Further cuts will have one effect: to 
dismantle what we have worked so hard to build. 


This year has been a very busy one for the selection committees. A total of 1,197 titles were 
submitted for consideration (731 in English, 466 in French). | would like to express special thanks to 
the 42 members of this year's juries and congratulate them on their skill, insight, and especially their 
endurance! 


As Donna Scott mentioned, choosing winning titles from a field so rich in talent is no easy 
chore. And this is a point not lost on this country's many wise media commentators, who stand ever 
ready, ever vigilant, to interpret for us the significance of the juries' selections and to point out to us 
when they have strayed into the unpredictable, the unorthodox, or--dare | say it?--the artistic. 


We had to agree, for example, with our critical community in 1993 when a young and 


relatively unknown writer won the Governor General's award for non-fiction. The choice was daring, 
provocative, and certainly unexpected. 
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But today, Karen Connolly is a cherished writer whose award-winning work, Touch the 
Dragon, was a remarquable literary feat. Though this was and is evident to anyone who has read her 
work, Ms Connolly's name is today better known, and her works more widely read, in part because of 
her status as a Governor General's Award laureate. 


With an eye for the unconventional, the new, and the mysteriously gifted, our juries have regularly 
uncovered other similar, previously obscured talent--talent that was illuminated to Canada and the 
world through the Governor General's award. 


Nino Ricci is today a widely translated and internationally read author because his prodigious 
talent was made known to us following his Governor General's award for Lives of the Saints. 


Indeed, even a handful of laureates from years past reads like a who's who of international 
literary achievement: Emily Carr, Gilles Vigneault, Marie Claire Blais, Dorothy Livesay, Hugh 
MacLennan, Gabrielle Roy, Morley Callaghan, Robert Lalonde, Farley Mowatt, Margaret Atwood, 
Réjean Ducharme, Michael Ondaatje, Hubert Aquin, Mavis Gallant, Anne Hébert, Carol Shields....It 
takes your breath away! These Canadians, these great writers, many honoured with a Governor 
General's Award in the dawn of their careers, are now known around the world; and we are 
immensely proud of them. 


The point is, the Governor General's Literary Award is not a popularity contest. Though our 
mature writers at the height of their literary powers are regularly honoured with this august prize, it is 
not necessarily confirmation of the expected. Rather, it is the result of a search for artistic excellence- 
-a process of revealing to Canada and the world rare and gifted writers who work alone. These 
Canadians are not always well known. They write from a place largely hidden from view, the dream 
world of the imagination, and their stories always surprise us. | am sure you will agree, when the 
winners are announced, the juries have once again drawn away the veils of quietude and solitary 
reflection from our laureates to reveal this year's selection of literary achievements. 


And so, | would like to offer my congratulations and my gratitude to the winners. 
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